Was Imam Ahmad (d. 241) a Mufawwid? 
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Yet another spurious notion often insinuated and invoked in creedal discussions is 
that Imam Ahmad Ibn Hanbal adopted the approach of tafwid al-ma‘na with respect 
to the Sifat al-khabariyyah. This claim is based primarily (in fact, almost exclusively) 
on the following report which Shaykh al-Hanabilah Abt Bakr al-Khallal narrated in 
his Kitab al-Sunnah from Hanbal Ibn Ishaq (d. 271): 
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“I asked Abū ‘Abdillah [Ahmad Ibn Hanbal] about the ahādīth narrated: 
Allah descending every night to the heaven of the dunya, Allah being seen 
[in the Hereafter], Allah placing His Foot [upon the Hellfire], and the likes 
of these [reports about the Sifat].” 


Imam Ahmad Ibn Hanbal answered, “We believe in them and affirm them, 
without [question as to] how (kayf) and without meaning (manā), and 
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we do not reject anything from it 


Firstly, the authenticity of these words is subject to dispute. If a position or state- 
ment attributed to Imam Ahmad by one of his students has tafarrud (i.e. if it is only 
transmitted by one of his companions) and the pupil in question is rejected for his 
solitary reports, the narration is not considered reliable. One could argue that the 
primary transmitter of the above translated report (Hanbal Ibn Ishaq) is suscep- 
tible to this scrutiny’ and hence the narration shouldn't be accepted, but this line 


! Ibn Qudamah al-Magqdisi, Dhamm al-Ta?wil, ed. Dar al-Basirah, p. 22 
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of reasoning can be (and has been) countered as well. Although this narration from 
Imam Ahmad via Hanbal does have a basis, an alternate wording (see point three) 


can be argued to take precedence. 


Secondly, Hanbal had asked Imam Ahmad about the ahadith of the ru’yah (Allah 
being seen in the Hereafter) as well as the other ahadith regarding His attributes 
(namely al-Qadam and al-nuzil). This is crucial, because Imam Ahmad answered for 
all of these ahadith—without differentiating between them—by saying we ought to 
affirm them “without modality (kayf) and without meaning (ma‘nd).” If we were to 
understand “without ma‘na” to mean “without understanding from it any mean- 
ing,” we would be led to conclude that not only did Imam Ahmad do tafwid of the 
meanings of al-nuzul and al-Qadam, but that he did tafwid of the meaning of the 
rwyah as well! We can confirm that Imam Ahmad did not do tafwid of what it means 
to “see Allah”;’ nobody did tafwid of this except some of the Jahmiyyah.’ Therefore, 
because one cannot interpret “without meaning” to entail tafwid al-ma‘na without 
falling into this absurdity, we must conform to another understanding. 


Thirdly, there exists another wording transmitted by Imam al-Marrūdhī (d. 275) 
from Imam Ahmad which can help clarify the meaning of Hanbal’s narration: 
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“Abū ‘Abdillah [Ahmad Ibn Hanbal] said, ‘And we believe in these ahadith 
(concerning the Sifat) and affirm them, and we pass them along as they 
have come without how (kayf) and without [assigning] a meaning (ma‘na) 
besides that [meaning] which He described Himself with.” 


The qualifier “besides that which He described Himself with” clearly indicates that 
the attributes are to be affirmed while leaving them upon the meanings which they 
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have come with. This would stipulate that the meanings of these attributes are first 
known, which foundationally conflicts with the notion of tafwid al-ma‘na. This alter- 
nate wording thus clarifies that the words “without ma'na” in Hanbal’s transmission 
should be understood to mean “without distorting its meaning.” 


Fourthly,’ other students of Imam Ahmad—and even Hanbal Ibn Ishaq himself—all 
transmitted reports from the Imam which demonstrate he was not a Mufawwid. 


Abi Talib narrated that Imam Ahmad Ibn Hanbal said: 
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“Allah said, ‘Do they await but that Allah should arrive to them...’ [and 
He said], ‘And your Lord will come and the angels [as well], rank upon 
rank, so whoever says that Allah cannot be seen, he is a disbeliever.” 


This report shows that Imam Ahmad understood the meaning of the coming (maj?’) 
and arriving (itydn) of Allah, since he utilised these attributes to prove that He can 
be seen. Imam Ahmad definitely could not have used these Sifat as evidence for the 


ru’yah unless he understood their meanings and connotations. 
On this point, al-Qadi Abū Ya‘la (d. 458) said: 
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And Ahmad said in the riwayah of Abū Talib, “[Allah said], ‘Do they await 


but that Allah should arrive to them...’ [and He said], ‘And your Lord 
will come and the angels [as well], rank upon rank, so whoever claims 
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that Allah cannot be seen, he is a disbeliever.” The apparent of this is that 
Ahmad affirmed [Allah] comes with His Essence (maj? Dhatihi) because he 
used [His coming] as evidence that He can be seen. This cannot be used as 
proof for the ru’yah except if the ityan and maj? are of the Essence.” 


Al-Hafiz Ibn Battah (d. 387) reports that Imam Ahmad also used the descent (nuzil) 
of Allah as evidence that He can be seen,’ which demonstrates that he was able to 
deduce from the meaning of al-nuzul that it can facilitate for the ru’yah. 


Similarly, when asked by al-Marridhi concerning ‘Abdullah Ibn al-Mubarak (d. 181) 
affirming a hadd (demarcation) for Allāh,” Imam Ahmad said, “This has reached me 
from him,” and he thereafter cited the Ayah, “Do they await but that Allah should 
arrive to them...” and the Ayah, “And your Lord will come and the angels [as 
well], rank upon rank.” Imam Ahmad cited these attributes as evidence that Allah 
has a hadd,” which again isn’t possible unless he understood their meanings. 


Imam Abū Bakr al-Marrūdhī reported: 


“And I saw Abū ‘Abdillah [Ahmad Ibn Hanbal] gesturing when relating the 
report concerning the Jewish rabbi; the hadith of Ibn Mas‘ud. [This is the 
hadith in which the Jewish man stated, ‘Allah will place the heavens on a 
Finger... ] [Imam Ahmad] pointed to each [of his own] fingers.” 


Imam Hanbal Ibn Ishaq also transmitted this gesturing from Imam Ahmad.” 
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This act clearly necessitates understanding of the connotative meaning of Allah’s 
Fingers (Asabi‘); how else would Imam Ahmad know what to point towards? 


Fifthly, Imam Ahmad’s students also seem to not have believed he was a Mufawwid. 


‘Abd al-Malik al-Maymini (d. 274) reported from Imam Ahmad: 
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“Whoever claims that His Hands are (a metaphor for) His blessings, how 
can he reconcile [that reinterpretation] with His statement, ‘...1 created 
with My two Hands, [38:75] with a shaddah?” [The shaddah on ‘bi-yadayy’ 
causes ‘with My two Hands’ to be in the dual form.] 


Al-Maymini said, “So I said, ‘And [how can he reconcile that reinterpret- 
ation with the hadith which mentions that Allah] grasped [with His Hand] 
from the earth when creating Adam, or [with the hadith which mentions 
that] the hearts are between two Fingers [of Allah]?’”” 


Imam Ahmad here is arguing that linguistically, the word “yad” in its dual form and 
in this manner cannot be understood as a metaphor; Imam al-Maymini added that 
the ahadith which describe Allah’s Fingers and Allah grasping with His Hand also 
disprove that His Hands are metaphors. How could he have deduced the correlation 
between the “Hands” of Allah as mentioned in 38:75 and the reports of Allah’s grasp 
or His Fingers if he didn’t know the meaning of any of these attributes? Thus, since 
it is known that Imam al-Maymiini was not a Mufawwid,”° it follows that he would 
not have made this comment after transmitting these words from Imam Ahmad if 
he had known Imam Ahmad to be a Mufawwid either. 


We also find that Imam Harb Ibn Isma‘il al-Kirmani (d. 280), as he was expounding 
upon the creed of Imam Ahmad, affirmed movement (al-harakah) for Allah.” This is 
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a term not explicitly affirmed in the Qur’an or Sunnah, which entails’* that Imam 
Harb had contentiously deduced al-harakah from the meanings of other attributes, 
such as Allah’s descent (al-nuzil), coming (al-maji’), and arrival (al-ityan). It would 
be incorrect for him to have done this if Imam Ahmad’s creed was instead tafwid. 


Other students of the Imam, like ‘Abd al-Wahhab (d. 251),” Ibn Qutaybah (d. 276),”° 
and ‘Abdullah (d. 290),” also had no issue with affirming a meaning for al-istiwa’. 


All in all, the claim that Imam Ahmad was a Mufawwid of the meanings of some of 
Allah’s attributes is a weak assertion which cannot be appropriately defended. 
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** Tbid.; see Shaykh ‘Adil Al Hamadan’s footnote. 

* al-Dashti, Ithbat al-Hadd, p. 71; Abū Ya‘la, Ibtal al-Ta’wilat, p. 592. He explained al-istiwa@ to mean sitting. 

” Tbn Qutaybah, Ta’wil Mukhtalif al-Hadith, p. 394. He explained al-istiwa@ to mean settling. 

* ‘Abdullah Ibn Ahmad Ibn Hanbal, Kitab al-Sunnah, ed. ‘Adil Al Hamadan, p. 30. Near the beginning of his 
work, he narrated from Kharijah Ibn Mus‘ab al-Duba‘i (d. 168) that al-istiwa@’ means sitting. 


